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T h e  E d u c a t i o n  o f  a  W i t c h :
T i f f a n y  A c h i n g ,  H e r m i o n e
G r a n g e r ,  a n d  G e n d e r e d  M a g i c i n  
D i s c w o r l d  a n d  P o t t e r w o r l d
J a n e t  B r e n n a n  C r o f t
C o n te m p o ra ry  fa n ta sy  o f te n  re fle c ts  s o c ia l a n x ie tie s  about issues such 
as education and gender and the responsible use of power. The training of a 
young person in how  to use his or her budd ing  talents wisely is a common trope 
in children's and young adult fantasy, echoing a p rim ary concern of its audience. 
Tied u p  w ith  the depiction of education are broader social issues of gender 
inequality and access to pow er; in keeping w ith this, some fantasy novels depict 
societies w here education in w om en's m agic and m en 's m agic is entirely 
separate and reflects deeper social divisions, while others show  m ore inclusive 
societies w here both sexes are educated together to use m ore generic pow ers and 
expected to participate in society in a m ore equal fashion.1
The defining characteristic of the heroines of tw o recent YA fantasy 
series is a similar overw helm ing determ ination to learn how  to use their m agical 
pow ers against any odds. Both the H arry  Potter books by J.K. Rowling and the 
Tiffany Aching sub-series of Terry Pratchett's D iscworld books feature a young 
heroine whose th irst for know ledge overcomes all obstacles. However, the 
environm ents and societies in which they w ork tow ards their goals are very 
different, and reflect two im portant ways of thinking about gender in education, 
work, and power. The system  in H arry  Potter's w orld is one of co-education, 
w here all hum ans w ho have m agical potential theoretically have equal access to 
the same education and to positions of pow er in any field after graduation; in 
contrast, on Discworld, w itches and w izards occupy totally different niches, are
1 Many fantasies also deal with girls disguising themselves as boys to get an education 
denied them as females; for examples, see Patricia Wrede's Mairelon the Magician, Tamora 
Pierce's Alanna: The First Adventure, or Esther Friesner's Nobody's Princess. The opposite 
situation-boys disguised as girls to learn women's secrets—is practically nonexistent in 
Western children's literature, though male-to-female cross-dressing is fairly common in 
Japanese manga and anime and may sometimes occur for this purpose. Possible Western 
examples of men seeking out the secrets of women's magic include the Norse god Loki 
changing into a mare, or the blind seer Tiresias in Greek myth who spent many years as a 
woman. See the appendix at the end of this article for additional resources.
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trained separately according to traditional concepts of gender-related strengths 
and weaknesses, and tend to value and excel in different types of work. Both 
heroines face obstacles from  the very start: Tiffany is from  the sheep-farm ing, 
m agic-distrusting Chalk Downs country, and it is common know ledge (among 
witches, at least) that you can 't grow  witches on chalk (Wee Free Men 7), while 
H erm ione is sum m oned to H ogw arts from  a pure M uggle fam ily w ith no history 
of magical talent. R esponding to a calling in the blood, Tiffany and H erm ione 
both recognize that the opportunity  to gain know ledge is the opportunity  to gain 
p o w e r-p o w e r  to control their environm ents, to chart their ow n courses in the 
world, and to protect those they care for.
Both series start w ith  the prem ise that magic is ethically neutral and 
equally accessible to both genders, though some individuals have m ore innate 
pow er than others. Beyond that, it is personal ethics that m arks the good or evil 
practitioner of magic. However, one key difference is that in Potterw orld, there 
seems to be an inexhaustible supply  of magic, and how  m uch you use has no 
effect on you physically or m orally and does not affect any sort of balance in the 
w orld (Pinsent 31). On Discworld the situation is entirely different. Though 
w izards seem m ore w illing to use m agic day-to-day than witches, both know 
that magic is subject to specific physical rules; that using too m uch attracts 
unw anted  attention from the m onsters of the D ungeon Dimensions; and that 
relying too m uch on m agic can scour aw ay one's ethical sense. On Discworld, the 
tru ly  great w itches pride them selves on rarely actually using m agic.2
W hat is the significance of co-educational versus single-sex education to 
issues of gender and power? At heart, the question is: should girls and boys be 
educated in exactly the same way? W hich leads to a num ber of related questions: 
Does educating boys and girls separately and differently lead to inequities of 
access and reinforce biases and anxieties about expectations, power, and 
achievements? Does coeducation deny unique gender-related strengths and 
prevent any allowance for different learning styles that m ight help children learn 
better? Can single-sex education allow each group to reach its potential by 
supporting  their strengths and rem oving gender-related distractions? Is 
education attuned  to w om en 's learning styles and in "w om en's skills" m ore 
likely to be devalued sim ply because they are practiced by women?
The idea of the single-sex classroom or institution goes th rough regular 
phases of popularity. In the 1960's and 1970's, for example, "[s]ingle-sex 
education w as increasingly viewed as a barrier to successful adolescent 
socialization" (Lee 679), bu t current research in the w ay the brain  w orks shows
2 In Ursula K. Le Guin's Earthsea books, in contrast, the magical balance of the world is 
supposedly more carefully maintained by men than women, at least according to the male­
centric first three books (Rawls 141-142).
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distinct gender differences in learning styles that m ight be best served by 
different educational approaches. Recent studies show that single-sex schools 
and classrooms often produce better academic results (Lee 685; G urian and 
H enley 203), and books like Diana M eehan's Learning Like a Girl conclude that 
"Girls' schools are good for girls [...] their values, com munity, and connection 
are honored [and] their ways of know ing are respected" (M eehan xvi). 
Additionally: "For girls, the argum ents prim arily  point to educational equity: 
im proving overall academic achievement; developing interest and com petency in 
m ath, science, and technology; enhancing self-esteem; opening access to non­
traditional careers; providing leadership opportunities. [...] decreasing the rate 
of d rug  abuse, violence, d ropping  out, and teen pregnancy [...] [For boys] 
separation better accom m odates the slower m aturational rate, shorter attention 
span, and higher energy level especially evident am ong young boys" (Salomone 
188-89).
In our p rim ary  world, some theorists are calling for a m ore flexible, 
nuanced approach to gender in education, com bining elem ents of both separate 
and coeducational experiences. For example, Michael G urian and Patricia 
Henley, w ho base their w ork on research in brain  differences in learning, in their 
Boys and Girls Learn Differently! call for the developm ent of co-educational 
classrooms w hich are designed to support m ultip le learning styles, bu t also 
suggest that m iddle school is a good tim e to provide single-sex classroom 
options to avert the particular learning and discipline problem s of this age group 
(Gurian and H enley 203-12).
Discworld
Pratchett's D iscworld is a funhouse m irror of our w orld rather than a 
direct com m entary on contem porary society. A w ide variety of cultures in m any  
stages of developm ent rub shoulders. The ones we are prim arily  concerned w ith 
are the fast-changing u rban  environm ent of Ankh-M orpork and the highly 
traditional rural areas of the Ram top M ountains and the Chalk Downs; in 
conjunction, they face problem s similar to those that faced rural and urban 
England during  the Industrial Revolution, including issues of m aking education 
accessible to a broader cross-section of society ("A Collegiate Casting-out"). 
Magic is m istrusted  and h idden  on the Downs, bu t in Ankh-M orpork and the 
Ramtops, boys w ith magical talent generally go to the great U nseen U niversity in 
Ankh-M orpork for training, w hile girls are apprenticed to village witches.3 Both 
rural cultures adhere to a relatively strict traditional balance of labor betw een the 
sexes, bu t w ith a corresponding appreciation that the contributions of both m en 
and w om en are essential. O pposing this is the city, w here there are of course
3 This also, of course, sets up a home school/classroom dichotomy as well as a gendered 
education dichotomy.
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some occupations that are traditionally  female, bu t w here at w ealthier levels 
(especially am ong the nouveau riches) w om en are m ore decorative than useful 
and their lack of occupation is a status symbol for their m ale relatives. A nkh- 
M orpork 's culture is also changing as the city becomes m ore m ulti-cultural and 
m ust find ways to accom m odate an influx of dwarves, trolls, vam pires, and other 
non-hum an creatures. Paralleling this wave of im m igration is the less visible 
infiltration of w om en (incognito or not) into both venerably m ale institutions like 
the City W atch and the military, and new  fields like the new spaper and clacks 
(Discworld's equivalent of the telegraph) businesses. Even Death him self has a 
female appren tice—his granddaughter, Susan Sto Helit, w ho takes on this role in 
Soul Music and continues in Hogfather and Thief of Time.
Things are rarely black and w hite on Discworld, however, and I w ould 
be rem iss no t to m ention a few of m any  exceptions to w hat can sound like a 
fairly rigid system  of gender division. Equal Rites, the th ird  book in the series, 
w ritten while Pratchett was still in the early stages of figuring out how  the 
Discworld worked, tells the story of a girl nam ed  Esk w ho w as born w ith the 
talents of a w izard and gained adm ission to U nseen University. However, at the 
tim e of this w riting she has never appeared in any other Discworld book, and the 
Discworld Companion lists her as "C urrent w hereabouts unknow n" (Pratchett and 
Briggs 165; Pratchett, Equal Rites). The rural society of Borogravia in Monstrous 
Regiment practices a similar division of labor to tha t in the Ramtops, b u t w om en 's 
w ork gets far less respect and it is considered illegal for a w om an to ow n 
property, inherit a business, etc. As far as the urban/rural gender association, 
there seem to be very few rural w izards as such (blacksmiths sometim es serving 
a similar purpose), bu t there are city witches w ho serve m any  of the same 
functions as their country sisters, though perhaps less openly. A nd there are 
some variations of m agical talent that refuse to fit com fortably into this gender 
m odel. Mr. Brooks, for example, Royal Beekeeper to the castle at Lancre, is "as 
near to being a witch as you can be while w earing trousers" (Pratchett and Briggs 
73), and Fairy G odm others use their w ands to focus their m agic in the same way 
as w izards use their staffs (193). H edge w izards are both horticulturally  inclined 
and outside the official educational system  (208), and research witches (the type 
w ho w onder "eye of w hat kind of toad?") are a bit too close to book-learning for 
traditionalists like G ranny W eatherwax (338).
The early h istory of D iscworld was one of w ars betw een sourcerers, 
incredibly pow erful w izards w ho w ere born the eighth sons of eighth sons, 
w hich left m any parts of the Disc scarred w ith deposits of dangerous residual 
magic. U nseen U niversity was founded some 2000 years before the events of the 
Discworld series in part to "force some sort of regulation on w izardry" and pu t 
young m en w ith m agical pow er w here their elders could keep an eye on them  
(Pratchett and Briggs 401-02)—perhaps in recognition of the benefits of single-sex
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classrooms in preventing certain behavioral distractions am ong young m en of 
this age. It also served to discourage the birth  of any m ore sourcerers by 
requiring celibacy (274). W izards don 't seem to do m uch practical magic, and 
indeed the m ain function of the U niversity is really to keep them  from  m essing 
about w ith things. U nseen U. is usually  viewed through eyes of its professors, 
w ho are for the m ost p art very set in their ways and quite uncom fortable around 
w om en—except perhaps the ones w ho cook their m eals and scrub the floors and 
do the laundry, bu t they hard ly  count since no one notices them, after all. They 
are very nearly  like Row ling's house-elfs. 4
G ranny W eatherwax, the m ost skilled w itch on Discworld, insists that 
w izard  magic is "the w rong kind of m agic for w om en [...] it's  all books and stars 
and jommetry. [...] W itches is a different thing altogether. [...] It's  magic out of 
the ground, not out of the sky, and m en never could get the hang  of it" (Equal 
Rites 8). There are foolish young witches w ho think that w ritten-dow n spells and 
"real w ands, not bits of grubby stick" w ould  gain witches m ore respect, and that 
only w izards do "real magic" (Hat Full of Sky 109-10), bu t G ranny dism isses that 
kind of thinking as "w izard  magic w ith a dress on" (Wintersmith 94). W itching is 
passed on one to one. The cottage is the basic continuous un it of witchcraft, and a 
proper w itch 's cottage will be inhabited by a long line of sim ilarly talented 
witches passing their skills on to their successors (Pratchett and Briggs 445). 
W itches are h ighly respected in the m ountains, and practice the traditional 
domestic mysteries: brew ing and distilling, butter and cheese-making, animal 
husbandry, herb gardening, fortune-telling, m edicine and potions, birth  control 
and m idwifery, sitting w ith  the dying and laying out the dead, and settling local 
disputes. W itch m agic deals in essence w ith  "filling w hat's  em pty  and em ptying 
w hat's  full" (Hat Full of Sky 79).
P ratchett's young heroine Tiffany Aching has an incredible th irst for 
know ledge—asking aw kw ard questions, m em orizing the five books on her 
g randm other's bookshelf, and paying an egg or a carrot for a lesson w hen the 
w andering teachers come to the village (Wee Free Men 14). She comes from  a 
sheep-farm ing family on the Downs, and her grandm other, though it was never 
publicly acknowledged, had  strong magical powers. Tiffany's nam e is 
significant—in the old tongue of the Nac Mac Feegle it m eans Land Under Wave 
and links her to the living pow er she draw s from  the fossilized sea creatures 
form ing the chalk downs. The w itch w ho first notices her pow er drops hin ts that 
lead her to believe there is a school very m uch like Row ling's H ogw arts for 
young witches, w here she will learn "broom stick riding, and how  to sharpen
4 There is also the unspoken fear among the faculty that women might prove to be 
"embarrassingly good" at magic should they be given the opportunity; additionally, of 
course, there is the plumbing question (Pratchett and Briggs 402).
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your hat to a point" (43). By the end of the first book, however, having 
vanquished the w icked Queen of the Elves on her ow n w ith  no formal training, 
Tiffany has w orked out that the w orld itself is her school (250). G ranny 
W eatherwax agrees that w itchcraft is "not like school at all. First you get the test, 
and then afterw ard you spend years findin ' out how  you passed it. It's  a bit like 
life in that respect" (253).5 D uring her first apprenticeship, Tiffany learns that 
being apprenticed to a w itch is m ostly "endless chores" (Hat Full of Sky 64) and 
that w hat witches really d id  was "very similar to work. Dull w ork" (92). But 
w hat she is doing is learning w hat's  already in her bones (269). Eventually she 
comes to understand  that being a w itch is all about doing for those w ho can't 
and speaking for those w ho have no voices, and that hard  w ork was w hat 
"grounded  you, taught you w hat was real" (Wintersmith 277) while your m ind 
w orked out w hat needed to be done.
Pratchett adm its that "D iscworld society" does not "[offer] m uch in the 
w ay of opportun ity  and careers to w om en," except perhaps for those of "keen 
intelligence and flexible m orality" (Pratchett and Briggs 440). But if the 
unexpected num ber of disguised w om en in the Borogravian arm y (and hin ts of 
at least one in the Ankh-M orpork arm y as well) in Monstrous Regiment is any 
indication, w om en could already be m ore com mon at U nseen U niversity than 
the w izards w ould  like to think (Monstrous Regiment 323)! Will the increasing 
presence of w om en in professions in Ankh-M orpork start having an influence on 
separate education in witchcraft and w izardry, or are gender-related pow ers too 
m uch a part of how  m agic actually w orks on Discworld? 6
Potterworld
The H arry  Potter series is a "wainscot" fantasy, one that takes place 
parallel to our ow n prim ary  w orld and interacts w ith  it directly (Le Lievre). As 
such, its institutions m ostly m irror our own, and in H arry  Potter's magical 
England, the education of m ost young witches and w izards takes place in the 
som ew hat familiar environm ent of a co-educational boarding school.
H erm ione G ranger comes from  a non-m agical M uggle family, bu t like 
all magically talented children in J.K. Row ling's w orld, she receives her 
invitation to H ogw arts School of W itchcraft and W izardry on her eleventh 
birthday. W hile her parents w ould rather she grew  up  to be a dentist like them, 
they are strongly supportive of her choice, and quite likely helped her develop 
her disciplined approach to education from  early childhood. Rowling adm its that
5 In other words, you can't grow witches on blackboard chalk, either (as was pointed out to 
me by David Emerson when this paper was read at Mythcon 39).
6 Pratchett's next Discworld book is tentatively titled Unseen Academicals [Wikipedia], and 
while it purportedly satirizes college football, it will also deal with the other unseen, and 
mostly female, world below-stairs.
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H erm ione is a "caricature" of herself as a schoolgirl (qt. in D resang 212). H er 
nam e is a feminine form  of Herm es, recalling H erm es Trismegistus, the 
purported  author of a body of w orks on alchemy, astrology, and philosophy 
w hich inspired Renaissance m agicians (Yates 1-3). W ithin m om ents of first 
m eeting Herm ione, we learn that she is im m ensely pleased to be going to the 
"very best school of w itchcraft there is" and has already m em orized her 
schoolbooks and begun practicing elem entary spells (Harry Potter and the 
Sorcerer's Stone [Stone] 105-06). She hopes to be in Gryffindor bu t will settle for 
Ravenclaw, the house m ost know n for intellectual achievement, and indeed the 
Sorting H at shows no hesitation in placing her in Gryffindor (Stone 120) — 
foreshadow ing that her challenges will require not just theoretical m astery of 
m agic bu t heroic use of it as well. The m ost pow erful illustration of her quest for 
useful know ledge is her unyielding opposition to Dolores U m bridge's purely 
theoretical m ethod of teaching Defense Against the Dark Arts in Order of the 
Phoenix (Phoenix 241-42), though her disdain for the false know ledge of 
divination taugh t in Professor T relaw ney's class in Prisoner of Azkaban says a 
good deal about her as well (Prisoner 111, 298). She is eager and w illing to m ake 
use of the Time Turner to fit in even m ore classes (Prisoner 244). W hen Harry, 
Ron, and H erm ione prepare to h u n t for V oldem ort's H orcruxes in the final book, 
it is H erm ione w ho understands the value of packing a "m obile library" (Harry 
Potter and the Deathly Hallows [Hallows] 95), including some books she m agicked 
out of D um bledore 's study  after his death (101-102). As Jennifer F laherty points 
out, "[d]espite her inherent respect for authority, H erm ione is one of the m ost 
rebellious students in the school w hen the freedom  of know ledge is challenged. 
[...] [She has] a deep love of inform ation and appreciation for its power. [...] 
[Her] intellectual curiosity cannot be stifled" (Flaherty 96).
H ogw arts was founded by two witches and two w izards. There is some 
gender stereotyping in their characteristics: Salazar Slytherin was interested in 
pow er and purity  of bloodline, Godric Gyffindor in bravery and strength, while 
Rowena Ravenclaw valued w isdom  and cleverness, and H elga Hufflepuff 
em phasized loyalty and inclusiveness and was know n for her food-related 
charms. H ogw arts appears to have been co-educational from  its m isty 
beginnings approxim ately 1000 years ago. At H ogw arts, all the houses are co-ed, 
the classes are co-ed, and even Q uidditch is com pletely co-ed. H eads of houses 
are not necessarily the same gender as the house founders, and both headm asters 
and headm istresses are depicted in the historical portraits in Albus 
D um bledore 's office. There seems to be no expectation that girls will excel at 
some classes and not at others, or that they will dem onstrate any less athletic 
talent than their Q uidditch team m ates (though some critics, particularly those 
w riting during  the earlier years of the series, do see traditional gender divisions 
in the contrast between Ron and H erm ione 's approaches to education, the
Mythlore 27:3/4, Spring/Summer 2009   135
Janet B rennan Croft
system  itself is not set up  w ith unequal expectations [Elster 208, Heilm an 224]). 
We don 't have a long enough history to see if w om en gravitate tow ards teaching 
certain classes, like Charm s or Divination, bu t Defense against the Dark Arts is 
taugh t by a w om an at one point in the series, and the Q uidditch coach is female. 
As one w riter points out, in reference to Rowling's critique of social class, she 
shows "a general preference for nu rtu re rather than  nature," and this is borne 
out as well by this em phasis on gender-blind education (Hopkins 30). It is 
im portant to recall that H ogw arts does not represent the state of education in the 
entire w izarding w orld. However, Beauxbatons and D urm strang are also co­
educational and send m ixed team s to the Tri-W izard T ournam ent (though the 
m ovie Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire depicted only single-sex teams). Also, 
attendance at H ogw arts is not co m p u lso ry -so m e children are educated at home, 
in other schools, or abroad (Hallows 210).
At the tim e of the events covered in the books we see only male 
M inisters of Magic, though w om en do and have in the past filled high positions 
in the M inistry and other w izarding organizations. For example, Elfrida Clagg 
w as head of the W izards Council in 1300s (Quidditch Through the Ages [Quidditch] 
14), and the M inister of Magic before Cornelius Fudge was M illicent Bagnold 
(Phoenix 93). This reflects contem porary British society fairly directly and is not 
com m ented u p o n - th o u g h  it's im portant to rem em ber that we see this w orld 
alm ost entirely through the eyes of an adolescent boy w ho is not a particularly 
keen observer of social issues. As we see in the final book, the teenage boys Ron 
and H arry  seem to expect H erm ione to know  and take responsibility for healing 
(Hallows e.g. 269) and protective enchantm ents (272), and find and prepare food 
(293) w hen they are on the run. Ron especially, b rought u p  in a very 
conventional household w here the father w orks and the m other stays home, 
exhibits some traditionalist attitudes highly annoying to Hermione.
But let's consider Q uidditch, w hich both H arry  and Ron do observe very 
keenly, as representing the w izarding w orld in microcosm. We learn in Quidditch 
Through the Ages that tw o of the first players of proto-Q uidditch w ere female (8­
9), that there have been w om en referees at least since the fourteenth century (18, 
30-31), that w om en have always been involved in the developm ent of the 
technology and  strategy of the gam e (21, 48, 53), that the 1750 rules explicitly 
included w om en players (27), and that w om en are celebrated m em bers of a 
num ber of professional teams, at least in Great Britain and Russia (35, 36, 37, 53). 
But all of these references are passed over w ith no com m ent indicating that any 
of this participation is in any w ay unusual. The only em phasized references to 
gender in the book are to the fact that the position of Beater requires a "good deal 
of physical strength" and is "m ore than any other" likely to be taken by  w izards 
(25), and to the H olyhead Harpies, a un ique professional team  com posed only of 
w om en (34-35), later including G inny Weasley. No all-male team s are m entioned
136   Mythlore 105/106, Spring/Summer 2009
The Education of a Witch: Tiffany Aching, H erm ione Granger, and  G endered Magic
as contrast to the Harpies. As Ximena Gallardo-C. and C. Jason Smith point out, 
"[t]he series acknowledges gender differences (real boys and girls often play 
differently) b u t does not advocate gender cleavage (same-sex groups)" 
(Gallardo-C. and Smith 199).
This is fairly typical of the w ay Rowling depicts gender in w izarding 
society. In the M uggle w orld, technology is a gender-equalizing influence—it 
requires no great physical strength to do m any tasks that once took brute force — 
and magic serves m uch the same function in the w izarding w orld, so perhaps the 
dim inishm ent of physical strength as a justification for m ale dom inance (and the 
necessary resolution of accom panying anxieties about gender roles) came quicker 
there than in the m undane w orld. It w ould  be entirely understandable if this 
long-standing equalization of pow er led to an equally long-standing tradition of 
co-education.
Potterw orld appears on the surface to perfectly content w ith  its one- 
size-fits-all education. There seems to be no difference in w hich subjects boys 
and girls are expected to excel, no difference in teaching m ethods, no difference 
in expectations of students' academic or athletic achievement. Issues of gender 
and pow er seem easily reconciled; though for exam ple the current head  of 
H ogw arts is male, there is no reason future heads m ust be. Even the ranks of the 
D eath-eaters include m any women. All paths are equally available to boys and 
girls.
At least—to hum an  boys and girls. But anxieties about gender and 
pow er are not entirely absent. K athryn McDaniel, in a provocative article titled 
"The Elfin M ystique," suggests that issues of gender and w ork in P otterw orld are 
displaced onto the house-elves. N oting how  anachronistic the depiction of house- 
elves as "happy  slaves" is com pared to the generally liberal values of Rowling's 
books (McDaniel 184; see also Carey), McDaniel suggests that the house-elves 
m ake far m ore sense w hen "read" as unliberated house-w ives, "constrained 
w ithin [their] dom estic role," rather than as slaves w ho "em brace their 
subjugation" (185). Seen through the lens of second-stage feminism, it becomes 
clear that
Many house-elves, like many twentieth-century house-wives, derive 
enjoyment, a sense of purpose, the very core of their identity from their 
service to home and family, and so have no wish to be "liberated." [...] 
[Liberation] is not unequivocally desired, [and] can be devastating [...] 
[M]any in fact derive satisfaction from their status as "helpmeet," 
subordinate though it may be. (186)
In fact, Ron jokes that helping his m other p repare for w edding guests is 
"like being a house-elf" bu t "w ithout the job satisfaction" (Hallows 106; see also
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Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire [Goblet] 223). Even goblins find house-elf duties 
and attitudes beneath them  (296). As M cDaniel goes on to say,
A proper home is the only context for a house-elf, service to a family is a 
house-elf's chief duty, and the domestic work of the house-elf does not 
warrant a salary. Each of these beliefs parallels ideas about women that 
gained force in the nineteenth century and remained powerful throughout 
the twentieth century. (190-191)
Building on this, the house-elfs can be seen to represent issues of gender 
and access to know ledge (and therefore pow er). Like the housewives M cDaniel 
suggests they represent, their (surprisingly great) pow ers are strictly confined to 
the domestic sphere, and hedged about w ith  regulation, secrecy, indifference, or 
dism issal on the p art of the larger magical com munity. Their w ork is seen as 
necessary b u t u n im p o rta n t-e sse n tia l bu t not really of any tangible or m onetary 
value, just like domestic w ork in the M uggle world. House-elfs w ho are freed 
expect to be relocated to another family and keep doing the same work. In sharp 
contrast to the value placed on w om en 's skills and w ork in Discworld, the same 
w om en 's m agic so respected in the Ram tops and on the D ow ns—cleaning, 
cooking, laundry  and sewing, caring for children and the sick, keeping the 
h o u se—is devalued and sent underground , w here neither witches nor w izards 
need think about it.
There is pressure from  both the subgroup and from  society at large to 
conform —to allow their dangerous pow ers to be checked and controlled by the 
group in power, no t to attem pt to become fully participating m em bers of society, 
and to resist any reform  efforts like H erm ione's Society for the Protection of 
Elfish Welfare that m ight change the status quo. W hile we do not see H erm ione's 
S.P.E.W. M anifesto in whole, she points out that their "enslavem ent goes back 
centuries" (Goblet 224) and they are kept "uneducated and brainwashed" (239, 
em phasis added). Significantly, like other m agical creatures, house-elfs are not 
allowed to have w ands (Hallows 488). W inky's example reinforces the lesson that 
though a piece of clothing can technically free a house-elf, it takes m ore to 
em pow er them  than a sock—it takes both a desire for freedom  and education in 
how  to live as a self-respecting free being. Herm ione, as Rowling indicated in an 
interview  shortly after Deathly Hallows was published, will devote her 
professional career to ensuring equal treatm ent for all magical creatures 
(Rowling Web Chat), presum ably including access to education.
M cDaniel's article was w ritten before the publication of Harry Potter and 
the Deathly Hallows, b u t we can see tha t these issues of power, liberation, 
education, and the denial of the value of a repressed class of beings, are 
extrem ely significant in the final defeat of Voldemort.
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Kreacher, the house-elf H arry  inherited from  the Black family, is 
transform ed un d er kind and respectful treatm ent (Hallows 225)—to the point 
w here even Ron adm its a certain fondness for him  (236). V oldem ort's disdain for 
the pow er of house-elfs—the fact, as H erm ione points out and D um bledore 
reiterates, that "[i]t never w ould  have occurred to him  that they m ight have 
m agic that he d id n 't" —proves a factor in his downfall, since it w as Kreacher's 
help that allowed Regulus Black to steal one of his H orcruxes (194-96). In the 
nam es of his tw o best m asters, Regulus Black and H arry  Potter, Kreacher leads 
the charge of the H ogw arts house-elfs (including Winky, according to an 
interview  w ith  Rowling [Rowling Web Chat]) and helps tu rn  the tide of the final 
battle against V oldem ort's forces (734-35).7
Dobby, the house-elf that H arry  freed from  the M alfoy family in 
Chamber of Secrets, dies saving H arry  and friends, killed by Bellatrix Lestrange 
(Hallows 467-75). Like Voldemort, the D eath-eaters w ere unaw are of house-elf 
abilities and took no precautions against a house-elf entering their dungeons. It 
w ould  never have entered their m inds that a house-elf m igh t have the ability to 
choose to perform  such a heroic act. H arry  digs Dobby's grave by h and  and 
carves the tom bstone w ith the w ords "H ere lies Dobby, a Free Elf." H e and his 
friends symbolically dress the elf's body w ith  items of their ow n clothing, 
honoring his sacrifice and acknowledging his freedom  of choice (478-81). An elf 
w ho has w illingly em braced freedom  shows the value of enabling all sentient 
beings to grow to their potential though access to know ledge and self-agency.
As one critic observes, an im portant characteristic w eakness of 
Row ling's villains is that they "do not learn and tend to be dism issive of the 
m odes and ideology of know ledge acquisition" (Hopkins 30), a w eakness which 
tim e and again determ ines their fate.
Conclusion
Looking m ore closely at these two subcreated worlds, we can see that 
w hat at first look like polar opposite approaches to education actually allow for 
some in triguing subtleties and conflicts. In Discworld, there are various 
practitioners of m agic w ho do n 't fit neatly  into pre-existing categories, and an 
increasing participation of w om en in traditionally m ale occupations. In 
Potterw orld, the subtext of m agical creatures denied full participation in society 
creates a tension just below the tidy  surface, w hich comes to a head  in later books 
bu t is not explicitly resolved w ithin the story.
7 Even earlier in the series, a plot point hinges on the fact that Voldemort thinks only he 
and his followers know the secret of the Room of Requirement, never suspecting that 
house-elfs have used it for years (Phoenix 386).
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As these am biguities em phasize, one of the m ost im portant functions of 
literature is not to give us pat answers, b u t to m ake us think. Fantasy and science 
fiction in particular encourage the exploration of issues that m ay be so deeply 
engrained in our daily lives as to be nearly  invisible. We can learn from  stories 
w here issues of gender, education, and pow er are out in the open, as in 
Discworld, as well as from  stories w here the same issues are m ore deeply h idden 
or displaced, as in Potterw orld. A nd in stories w here girls disguise them selves as 
boys to get an education, we can see young people taking the initiative to tailor 
their education to their ow n needs, attem pting w ith  various degrees of success to 
bypass gender/education/pow er issues altogether. These stories m ake us ask 
ourselves if it is better to celebrate and privilege differences in ability and innate 
skills through education tailored to these perceived differences, or to deny any 
such differences and give the same education to all.
As in our M uggle world, there are no clear answ ers—both educational 
approaches have advantages and disadvantages. In any case, both of these series 
provide excellent role m odels—girls w ho will not be held  back from  education, 
no m atter w hat obstacles m ay stand in their w ay —and show  that the tru ly  
determ ined will find a w ay to thrive u n d er any system.
A p p en d ix :  G irls  D isg u ised  a s  B o y s  in  C h ild ren 's  L ite ra tu re
An intriguing and broad-ranging discussion of cross-dressing in both directions in 
children's literature is available at the blog of Roger Sutton, editor of The Horn Book: 
http://www.hbook.com/blog/2007/03/childrens-literatures-defining-phrase.html.
The theme is explored in a variety of genres—TV, movies, animation, folklore, 
literature, and so on—at the TV Tropes website: http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php 
/Main/SweetPollyOliver. The site includes links to variants of the theme, including the 
boys-dressed-as-girls trope, which is very common in Japanese manga and anime.
Finally, annainca provides three exhaustive lists of girls dressed as boys in children's 
and young adult literature at http://www.amazon.com/Girls-Will-Be-Boys-Gender- 
Pretenders-for-Young-Readers/lm/R11S282EZTZG3G/ref=cm_lm_byauthor_title_full; 
http://www.amazon.com/Girls-Will-Be-Boys-More-Gender-Pretenders-for-Young-Readers/ 
lm/R25P84GP1S6YMI/ref=cm_lm_byauthor_title_full ; http://www.amazon.com/Girls-Will- 
Be-Boys-Even-More-Gender-Pretenders-for-Young-Readers/lm/RYP7D97E75NWV/ref=cm_ 
lm_byauthor_title_full. These lists cover a wide range of genres—fantasy, historical fiction 
and non-fiction, contemporary drama and humor, pirate stories, war stories, sports stories, 
and so on.
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